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This year marks the seventy-fifth anniversary of the founding of the 
Freshwater Biological Association. It is a significant birthday, worthy of 
celebration. Its commemoration by a further contribution to an 
accumulating series tradition of literary milestones is also appropriate. I 
consider it a singular honour to have been invited to provide the present 
appreciation but it is also a daunting one. The handsome fiftieth 
anniversary booklet, written by the then Chairman of FBA, Professor G.E. 
Fogg, and published in 1979, charted the history of the Association 
through its formative years. In particular, it reviewed the exciting and 
innovative scientific achievements attained during the period of its 
remarkable ascendancy to becoming a world-leading institution devoted to 
freshwater sciences. In the same year, a complementary review of the 
Association’s first fifty years was included in the Annual Report. Mr E.D. 
LeCren, the then Director of the FBA, was the author and the article 
displayed all the authority, accuracy and attention to detail that are very 
much the hallmarks of his work. 
Between them, Tony Fogg and David Le Cren provided a substantial and 
comprehensive picture of the Association’s growth and development, from 
its procreation to the occasion of its Golden Jubilee. As the scope of my 
task is far more modest, I seek no more than to note some of the 
remarkable changes that have befallen the Association since 1979, the 
altered political and economic conditions that have brought them about and 
the vision upon which its future development will be based. An outline 
chronology of key events is tabulated but, mostly, the account is a personal 
perception of how the Association – and, to an extent, freshwater science in the 
UK – have adapted to the fast-evolving operational climate of the last 25 years. 
Like the two before it, the third quarter century of the FBA has reflected 
faithfully the spirit of its times. The first was one of prudence and caution 
against the background of debilitating economic depression and a sapping, 
destructive world war. The second was liberated, increasingly prosperous, 
when scientific ideas were encouraged and knowledge and understanding 
were nurtured. The third has been tied to accountancy and accountability, 
to efficiency and economy, to the justification of investment through the 
measured value of the outputs. During the most recent 25 years, the FBA 
has contracted, its statutory role has been much modified and its 
knowledge base promulgated in new ways. This is not to say that the
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period has been in any way less interesting or less significant than the fifty 
years preceding it. In many ways, it has been more so, as the Association 
has had to re-invent itself and has had to fulfil new roles. Nevertheless, I 
share with many others, a belief that national policy is failing the science 
that it ostensibly fosters and that the perpetrators of the policy will flounder 
in the looming gulf of ignorance they have engineered. 
 
Turning gold… 
By then driven predominantly by the requirements of the UK water 
industry (in its broadest sense), the latter part of my own career took me to 
offices and laboratories throughout the world. Everywhere, the techniques 
for assessing environmental quality, the equipment, the literature on the 
shelves, were powerfully reminiscent of those with which I had grown up. 
The influence of ideas and the application of methods pioneered by FBA 
scientists, both at Windermere and East Stoke, have been profoundly 
penetrating. The distinctive identification keys are on the shelves. Water is 
analysed by the methods of Mackereth. Phytoplankton is sampled, counted 
and catalogued the way that Lund did it in the English Lakes. The 
invertebrates of streams and lake shores are categorised and interpreted 
with little departure from the approaches of Macan, or with any more 
statistically rigourous resolution than that promoted  by Elliott. Lakes are 
cored and stratigraphy is analysed in the traditions pioneered by 
Pennington and her colleagues. 
The contribution of the FBA to a scientific discipline and to its many 
commercial applications is all around. Of course, computer-facilitated 
measurement, remote data collection and storage, documentation and 
information exchange lead to sophistication in the precision and quantity of 
observations that may be made. However, it enhances, rather than replaces, 
the application and exploitation of basic concepts researched at 
Windermere. The point that cannot be overemphasised is that not one jot of 
the original work was commissioned by any national authority or was 
specified by any overarching EU programme. Scientifically rigorous and 
reproducible techniques were devised by scientists seeking robust answers 
to their own curiosity-led questions. Moreover, the scientists themselves 
had been appointed to do just that. In those enlightened times, an elected 
council of experts made their selections on the basis of the promise and 
potential of candidates. They provided their appointees with what were 
often quite modest laboratory facilities, the assistance of a technician and 
access to laboratory support that included boatmen, instrument makers and 
handymen. I find it hard to believe now that when I started at The Ferry 
House, the FBA employed its own plumber, carpenter and all vehicle
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Events in the history of the Freshwater Biological Association, 1979–2004. 
 
1979 Silver Jubilee. President is Sir Edwin Arrowsmith. Chairman of the Council is 
Professor G.E. Fogg. The Council has 37 members, 16 of whom are elected, 21 are 
representative appointments. Scientific Director is E.D. LeCren, supported by two 
Assistant Directors, T.B. Bagenal and D.J. Kinsman. The Staff List names 151 
employees (of whom 136 are on FBA establishment) and 10 research students. 
1982 Dr T.B. Bagenal retires. 
1983 Sir Edwin Arrowsmith retires from Presidency; Professor Sir John Gray elected as 
President. 
30 September, 1983: E.D. Le Cren retires after 10 years as Director and 36 years with the 
Association. R.T. Clarke appointed Director, with D.J. Kinsman and A.D. Berrie 
assuming Sectional responsibilities within a reformed Internal Management Team. 
1985 Professor Fogg stands down from Chair. Professor Sir John Gray elected as 
President and Chairman. 
1987 State of enforced redundancy reduces staff to 88. Process initiated to transfer 
facilities to the Natural Environment Research Council (NERC). R.T. Clarke and 
D.J. Kinsman leave. Dr J.G. Jones is appointed Director. 
1987 Sir John Gray retires from the Presidency. Mr Jack Jeffrey is appointed as 
President and Chairman. 
1989 1 April. Inauguration of the Institute of Freshwater Ecology (IFE), managed by the 
Terrestrial and Freshwater Directorate of NERC. J.G. Jones is first Director, whilst 
retaining Directorship of reduced FBA. Council is reduced to 15 members. 
1993 J. Jeffrey becomes FBA Treasurer. Professor Jones resigns as Director, IFE, to be 
replaced by Dr A.D. Pickering. 
1995 J. Jeffrey retires. Professor Sir Fred Holliday becomes new President, Chairman 
and Secretary of FBA. 
1997 J.G. Jones retires as Director, FBA. C.S. Reynolds appointed Acting Director. 
L. Sutton elected Treasurer; Professor Holliday is President & Chairman. 
1998 New 5-year agreement with NERC defines roles of the FBA. 
1999 R.J. Sweeting appointed Chief Executive of FBA. Salaried Staff now numbers 2.5, 
plus one under contract, 9 students and 8 honorary fellows. Professor A.D. Hildrew 
appointed Chairman. Professor Holliday is President. The first Symposium for 
European Freshwater Sciences (SEFS) meeting is held in Antwerp. 
2000 H.C. Gilson, FBA Director, 1946–73, dies. IFE is absorbed into CEH. 
2001 E.B. Worthington, first FBA Director, 1937–1946, dies. 
2002 Professor Sir Fred Holliday retires from Presidency. Professor Sir Martin Holdgate 
is elected President. 
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servicing was undertaken by its own mechanic. Today, nobody would see 
this arrangement as workable. Services are ‘outsourced’. Your PC is your 
support. Your success as a scientist is measured by the contract income 
you can bring in. I am not going to say that the new way is inferior or that 
its activities are not more accountable. Undeniably, the old way provided 
loopholes for ineffectual employees and ‘lead-swingers’. However, 
Council made few poor appointments but a lot of strong ones, and the 
environment that was created stimulated work of lasting scientific quality. 
As for value for money, the nation – and the world – is still reaping the benefit. 
This ‘Golden Age’ – for science and the FBA – had blossomed through 
the nineteen sixties. Both had benefited from the initial attitude of the 
Wilson Government to the ‘white heat’ of technology. The establishment, 
in 1965, of the Natural Environment Research Council (NERC) ensured 
grant-in-aid and strong central encouragement for the Association’s work. 
Two absorbing topics of the day – the quantification of biological 
production and the prediction of the impacts of eutrophication – received 
ardent support. 
 
…through tarnish… 
The annual rate of growth in science spending, in the universities as well as 
in the grant-assisted Associations (the FBA, the Marine Biological 
Association and the erstwhile Scottish Marine Biological Association were 
each to be statutorily and analogously supported), was soon seen to be 
unsustainable. The recognition may well have been accelerated by a series 
of national economic crises, aided by trade deficits, increasing energy costs 
and massive price inflation. The golden age was already tarnishing. The 
Treasury could no longer underwrite the ambitions of the Research 
Councils and the NERC looked for cost savings. The impression we had at 
the time was that the Associations suffered harder than the Universities but 
it was probably just as difficult for them. A new funding model was plainly 
needed. The Rothschild Report, published in 1972, and its subsequent 
embodiment into an Act of Parliament, established the ‘customer-
contractor’ principle as a means of justifying the expenditure of tax 
revenues on science. In attempting to concentrate resources on the solution 
of practical problems, the intentions were laudable enough. The financial 
mechanisms were also simply devised: a proportion of the funds previously 
available directly to the NERC (from the budget of the Department of 
Education and Science – the so-called ‘Science Vote’) was transferred to 
the client ministries (including the Department of the Environment, DoE, 
and the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food). 
By the time of its Golden Jubilee, the FBA had already adjusted to the 
new financial model. Several of its larger, collaborative projects were 
developed ‘in dialogue’ with the client ministries (The Department of 
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Environment took a close interest in projects addressing the growing 
demands of water use and treatment; MAFF supported work on fish 
population dynamics). By 1979, the FBA was receiving around 35% of its 
income through these commissions. Within the Association, however, 
there were strains and tensions. With hindsight, some of the perceptions 
that developed at the time – to the effect doing commissioned research was 
some sort of academic prostitution and that only research untainted by 
outside money could be ‘pure’ – were plainly prejudiced. There is no 
reason why the development of applications need be either less exciting or 
less scientifically satisfying than its esoteric basis. Besides, the FBA had, 
long before, been drawn into ‘applied research’ as a direct consequence of 
the relevance of its fundamental research, without compromise to its 
quality or impartiality. However, there were some difficulties: I recall that 
the DoE-funded Project that I was leading at the time, focused on the Large 
Limnetic Enclosures in Blelham Tarn, accounted for a good deal of 
investment (in 1979, the DoE funded the installation of a third enclosure). 
We were granted extra manpower and our considerable annual expenditure 
on consumables was sustained. I am not the one to judge the worth of the 
investment but, I know, that our ‘privileges’ were ‘noted’ by those of our 
colleagues whose research was subject to the tightening constraints of a 
diminished Science Vote allocation. 
1979 marked another watershed – the election of the Conservative 
Government of Mrs Margaret Thatcher. Its mandate to restructure public 
finances was applied slowly at first but, by the mid-1980s, it was in full 
cry. Besides the privatisation of many public assets and utilities, it became 
Government Policy to cut its own cost to the taxpayer generally by 
reducing ministry budgets. There was also a view that scientific research 
should be still more closely connected to national wealth generation and 
funded more by its industrial customers. Moreover, the commissioner-
provider principle was to be enshrined, through the separation of some of 
the client and contractor roles within erstwhile single-organisation 
functions. An early example saw the statutory nature conservation work of 
the NERC (under the banner of ‘The Nature Conservancy’) being split 
between a new, independent client, the Nature Conservancy Council, and a 
scientific research adviser, the Institute of Terrestrial Ecology (ITE). The 
latter was retained within the NERC family. 
 
…into lead 
The FBA escaped statutory reorganisation at this time but circumstances 
soon enforced some fundamental and painful changes to its scale and 
structure. In 1987, lacking the financial resources to support the current 
staffing levels and the full programme of research, the Council of the FBA 
was forced to declare a state of redundancy. Though eased slightly by 
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several instances of voluntary premature retirement, there is no disguising 
the fact that this was one of the bleakest periods in the history of the FBA. 
Major fields (including such pioneer activities as Palaeolimnology) were 
severely curtailed and some of its outstanding scientists ceased to be 
employees of the Association. The unpalatable task of informing individual 
staff members that their services could no longer be supported was 
discharged sensitively by the then Director, Dr Robin Clarke. He left the 
FBA shortly afterwards. An address to a meeting of staff from the Member 
of Parliament for Westmorland and Lonsdale, the Rt.Hon. Michael Jopling 
(then also Minister of Agriculture), proved little more than a palliative. The 
FBA staff was cut to 88. They survived on the strength of a few research 
commissions (especially those relating to acid rain and its effects, to the 
fate of Chernobyl fall-out and to the concerns of the Water Authorities 
over the quantity and quality of their resources), and on some valuable 
consultancies from the booming private sector. 
The immediate crisis initiated several responses. One – a challenge to 
Parliament to re-instate the proportion of Science funding transferred to 
commissioning ministries in 1978 and since cut from their expenditure 
allocations – was predictably unsuccessful. Another, however, set out to 
negotiate with the Natural Environment Research Council the transfer of 
responsibility for the management and expenditure on research. The 
mandate to do so was given to our Council in 1987 and negotiations 
proceeded throughout 1988. Even with the precedent of a similar transfer 
of assets laboratory and facilities from the Marine Biological Associaton to 
NERC, these discussions were difficult and protracted. As in the case of 
the MBA negotiations, the main difficulties concerned the independent 
membership, property assets and titles, including the ownership of the Library, 
and the arrangements for the transfer and mobility of the scientific staff. 
 
Rebirth 
On 1 April, 1989, the management of all staff, buildings and equipment, 
other than the assets and funds of the FBA membership, were transferred 
(though without affecting their ownership) to a new institute within the 
NERC Terrestrial and Freshwater Science Directorate. The new body, the 
Institute of Freshwater Ecology (IFE) was given responsibility for the 
conduct of the NERC- and erstwhile FBA- research programmes in 
freshwater ecology and related areas of science. Under the terms of the 
agreement, the IFE assimilated all the staff of the FBA working at its 
laboratories and outstations, the NERC employees working in the Culture 
Centre of Algae and Protozoa and the group of freshwater scientists 
working at the Institute of Terrestrial Ecology laboratory at Bush, 
Edinburgh. FBA employees were offered the option of transferring to 
direct NERC employment in their current grades, or of remaining as FBA 
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employees but seconded to IFE. In either case, the staff was managed as a 
single group, with parity of individual esteem. All staff became subject to 
the provisions of NERC’s policy of retirement at age 60 years. Many FBA 
staff opted for transfer but a significant rump of FBA employees chose the 
secondment. However, this may have been less to do with loyalty than to 
the perceived lesser likelihood of transfer to another NERC base. 
Professor J. G. Jones was confirmed as the first Director of the Institute 
of Freshwater Ecology (he had been appointed as Director of the FBA 
shortly after the departure of Dr Robin Clarke and he continued to fulfil 
this role after the Institute was created). The agreement was quite particular 
in defining the new role of the FBA, vesting in its membership an ongoing 
advisory function and seeking continued support for the development of 
the science, through its services, meetings and publications. Agreement 
was also reached on the level of NERC grant-in-aid to be provided to the 
FBA, in fulfillment of statutory requirements defined in the 1965 Act that 
had created NERC. A substantial part of this was made available to 
sponsor PhD studentships: supervision was shared in each case by an IFE 
scientist and one from the University at which the student was registered. 
Looking back, this was, in most instances, a most successful arrangement,  
involving the FBA in several exciting and innovative projects. By also 
supporting the provision of space and facilities to its Honorary Fellows (all 
former FBA employees with much science still to contribute), the 
agreement with NERC afforded an active involvement of the Association 
in British freshwater science. Several new Scientific Publications were 
added to the portfolio, under the watchful editorship of David Sutcliffe and 
his colleagues on the editorial panel (Malcolm Elliott, Jack Talling). 
Several excellent international symposia followed, each also resulting in 
valued, significant Special Publications. Yet the number of people actually 
employed by the FBA was fewer than four full-time equivalents.  
It is perhaps a matter of personal opinion but I think that the provisions 
of the 1989 Agreement were extremely practical and, given the 
circumstances that necessitated them, extremely beneficial to the FBA. 
Moreover, they did not come about without a considerable input of 
negotiating effort on both sides. The FBA’s 57th Annual Report made 
special note of the sensitivity and patience shown by the then President, Sir 
John Gray, throughout the course of the negotiations. His concern to secure 
an honourable settlement on behalf of the Association, its employees and, 
not least, its traditions was eventually persuasive and was rewarded by the 
extent of the benefits. Having achieved them, Sir John was able to stand 
down as President and Chairman. His successor, Mr Jack Jeffrey, inherited 
a very different FBA from that that had celebrated its Golden Jubilee just 
ten years earlier. He had, however, a clear vision about how the FBA’s 
new roles were to be fulfilled. 
10 COLIN REYNOLDS 
 
Freshwater Forum 22 (2004)   
Second adolescence 
It is fair to say that, by comparison with the transformations by then 
stirring at the core of the Labour Party, ‘New FBA’ never came close to 
replacing the ideals and principles underpinning the old one. There were 
many reasons for this. Perhaps only those most closely involved in casting 
the changes were alone in also understanding their reasons. Certainly, 
many of the staff saw little point to having an FBA when many of its roles 
could have been undertaken by NERC directly, had it chosen to do so, and 
when many of its day-to-day operations were supported directly by NERC. 
Gwyn Jones directed both organisations to their mutual benefit and he was 
assiduous in fulfilling each role. Nevertheless, to serve two masters is 
never easy, especially when the masters fall into any kind of disagreement. 
I think that the most perplexed group, however, was to be found among the 
FBA’s loyal membership. There had always been a nucleus of enthusiasts 
who would seek advice and counsel from individual members of staff, 
perhaps about the specimens that they had found or the cataloguing of their 
records. Now these same correspondents were discovering that their 
advisers were busy meeting the financial targets of another employer and 
were no longer available. The creation of the National Rivers Authority in 
1989, followed immediately by a crisis in public confidence in water 
quality, following the massive algal blooms at Rutland Water and 
elsewhere in the UK, was certainly providing plenty of work and income to 
IFE at the time. Even this ‘boom in freshwater biology’ was to work 
against the Institute (and, by implication, the FBA). The accountant-minds 
of NERC that set the annual budgetary allowances adjudged that the 
income that IFE could achieve in a successful year should become its 
earning target in all subsequent years. Predictably, IFE was never again 
able to avoid a trading deficit, and ever more stringent economies were 
enforced. The 1989 Agreement was sacrosanct – some Institute staff began 
to view the FBA as a financial burden and a luxury that could not be 
afforded. Adolescence had brought its share of blemishes to the new FBA! 
 
Back to the negotiation table 
The 1989 Agreement between NERC and FBA required a five-year review 
and the implementation of such improvements that might be deemed 
necessary. In 1994, it was a judgement of NERC that the arrangements 
were adequate and a review could be deferred for two more years. By the 
time that topics for review and re-negotiation were put forward in 1996, 
Professor Sir John Krebs had become Chief Executive of NERC and 
Professor Sir Fred Holliday had been elected as President, Chairman and 
Secretary of FBA. Both wily, quiet-spoken and genteel, they were able 
happily to entrust the task of negotiation to their chosen delegations. 
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These, however, became locked in exchanges and re-draft after re-draft 
that occupied almost two more years before a revised Agreement was 
eventually concluded late in 1998. At this distance, it is already quite 
difficult to discern just what could have made matters so difficult. The 
Agreement itself set similar objectives and defined similar future 
relationships as before. FBA wanted more money to fulfil its functions. 
NERC required a separate proposal from FBA for a costed research 
programme, specifying how any research grant would be spent. This was 
furnished together with an acceptance that the FBA’s Programme would be 
subject to Science Management Audit. The eventual grant-aid was, indeed, 
substantial, enabling the appointment of two ‘Pioneer’ post-doctoral 
fellowships and a further two PhD studentships. Prior to this accord being 
reached, the major problem had been in the disbursement of the annual 
rentals paid by NERC to FBA for the use of its premises at The Ferry 
House and the River Laboratory. Both had required considerable repairs 
and expenditure on improvements (The Ferry House had had a new roof, 
was about to be double glazed and to have its heating system replaced). 
These costs had been set against many years of rental. Despite the strength 
of NERC’s argument that it had improved the capital value of the FBA’s 
assets, it also recognised that the small size of the residual payments to the 
FBA were too little for it to maintain its administrative costs. Sir John and 
Sir Fred took dinner together. They each made several concessions but 
accord was reached and a new Agreement, valid to 2003, followed in little 
more time than it took to find the great seals to affix to the document. So 
far as the FBA was concerned, its role was confirmed, with a little more 
resource than before and the retention of its rental income. 
 
Retreat from The Ferry House 
That should have been a fairly happy ending to the tale of the FBA since 
1979 (and a happy beginning to the tale of the FBA after 1999). Certainly, 
the subsequent appointment of Professor Hildrew as Chairman and Dr 
Roger Sweeting as the Chief Executive, the inception of the Pioneer 
Fellowships and a series of high-quality scientific meetings and courses, 
the inception of the collaborative SEFS (Symposium for European 
Freshwater Sciences) programme and the stimulus of the involvement in 
the website project ‘FreshwaterLife’, endowed the FBA with a surge of 
optimism. FBA has experienced a sharp growth in new memberships, 
while the innovative and revitalised communications (Freshwater Forum, 
FBA News) edited by Karen Rouen and Terry Langford, have placed the 
membership at the centre of its activities. Its staff has grown to eight. 
Yet the final chapter of this history is as momentous as any of its 
precedents. Changes to the way that NERC is itself financed have required 
it to reorganise its structures and commitments. A greater expenditure on 
12 COLIN REYNOLDS 
 
Freshwater Forum 22 (2004)   
property than heretofore, exacerbated by additional expenditure on The 
Ferry House and outstanding requirements for repairs at the River 
Laboratory, represented cash haemorrhages that the NERC and its new 
Chief Executive, Professor John Lawton, became anxious to staunch. The 
former Science Directorates had evolved into ‘Centres’ some few years 
previously and the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology (CEH) had already 
set about merging the ITE role at Furzebrook in Dorset with the IFE 
activity at the River Laboratory, under a single roof at Winfrith. In April, 
2000, soon after CEH finally absorbed its four component Institutes into a 
single unit with a new management structure, it embarked upon further site 
rationalisation, including a proposal to merge the former ITE Merlewood 
and IFE Windermere laboratories on the campus of Lancaster University. 
As I write, the final retreat of CEH staff and equipment to Lancaster is in 
its final stages. By the time the article is read, the only use made by CEH 
of the two UK sites renowned as homes of Freshwater Biology in the UK 
will be for certain key installations (the Fluvarium at East Stoke; the 
fishponds at The Ferry House), the temporary repository for its interests in 
the Library and for ongoing access to the field sites. 
Both moves ostensibly absolve NERC of some of its running costs. Both 
moves undoubtedly provide improved research facilities and, it has been 
alleged, release the science from the quaint image of being a ‘country-
house activity’. Nevertheless, I venture the personal view that the net 
savings will be illusory and the new facilities will just as soon become 
obsolete as they would installed anywhere else, neither is their tenure any 
more secure. At the same time, the responsible policy makers have 
abandoned an internationally acclaimed and respected association with 
Windermere. In the words of one correspondent to FBA News, NERC has 
detached the science from the inspiration of its proper location. 
Yet, once again, the profound sadness that many of us have experienced 
as a consequnce of the enforced redundancy of the FBA’s famous 
laboratories can be countered with a tinge of optimism. New uses will be 
found for these buildings, generating alternative income streams to support 
and promote the development of new freshwater scientists. New 
collaborations with educational institutions will make use of a continued 
FBA presence at Windermere and in Dorset. Ever-strengthening links with 
national limnological associations in Europe raise the international voice of 
our science. Support for the FBA’s objectives is still enshrined in current 
statute. With the well-recognised experience and ability of the President, 
Sir Martin Holdgate, the scientific leadership provided by the Chairman, 
Professor Alan Hildrew, and the strength of the Council, staff and growing 
membership, we have the right team to turn every opportunity that the 
future holds to the benefit of the FBA and of Freshwater Science. 
 
